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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR CONNECTING A CLIENT 
NODE TO A SERVER NODE BASED ON LOAD LEVELS 

Field of the Invention 
The invention relates generally to a method and apparatus for computer to computer 
communication and more specifically for communication between a client node and a server node 
over a communication network. 

Background of the Invention 

Computer communication networks typically include one or more computer nodes termed 
servers and one or more computer nodes termed clients. A server provides a service to a client 
upon receiving a request from the client. An example of a typical service provided by a server is 
that provided by a file server. 

A file server is a computer node having data storage capabilities. Data files which are to 
be accessed by users on various client nodes are stored on the file server. When a client node 
needs a file, a request is transmitted to the file server node which obtains the file from its local 
storage and transmits the file to the requesting client node. When the client node has completed 
its use of the file, the client node returns the updated file to the file server for storage. By using a 
file server rather than keeping files on local storage on the client node, the amount of local storage 
is reduced, the ability to backup or copy the file periodically is improved, and access to the file by 
multiple users is improved. 

Many other types of servers are known. For example, print servers control the printing of 
documents for client nodes. By using a print server, each computer need not have a printer, 
thereby reducing the number of printers needed to support the number of computers on the 
network. Application servers provide application programs for clients, thereby avoiding the need 
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of maintaining an application on each client. Application execution servers not only provide 
applications for the client nodes, but also execute the applications and thereby act as "compute 
engines" for the client nodes. 

One issue that arises is that of apportioning the client requests to each server node which 

5 is capable of answering the requests. For example, if two application execution server nodes are 
both capable of executing an application for a client node, but one application execution server 
node is presently executing the application for three other clients and the other application server 
is not executing the application for any client, then what is desired is a means for sending any new 
requests for the execution of the application to the under-utilized server. This balancing of the 

1 0 work load among the various network servers is referred to as load leveling. 

One prior art system which is capable of performing a rudimentary form of load leveling is 
the VAXcluster™ computer system of the Digital Equipment Corporation (Maynard, 
Massachusetts). A VAXcluster™ is a group of VAX™ computers connected together by a 
communication link. A user on a local area network connected to the VAXcluster™ can access 

15 different computers of the VAXcluster™ according to the load level of the various nodes. 

However, this is form of load leveling is more akin to a user selecting a different client node than 
it is selecting a server node in a present day network. 

What is desired then is a method for permitting a client node to select the least loaded 
server node without user intervention. The present invention permits such functionality. 

20 Summary of the Invention 

The invention relates to a network including at least one server node, a network 
information server node and a client node in communication with each other. The network 
information server node includes a list of network addresses and load information corresponding 
to each the server nodes. In one embodiment the client node is directed to a server node on 
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which to execute an application based on the list of available servers and corresponding load 
levels as determined by the network information server node. In one embodiment the network 
information server node is a separate node from the other server nodes. In another embodiment 
the master network information server node is also an application execution server node. In yet 
another embodiment the network comprises at least two network information server nodes, one 
of the network information server nodes being elected the master network information server 
node. In another embodiment the application execution server nodes are grouped into clusters. 

The invention also relates to a method for connecting a client node to a server node. In 
one embodiment, the method includes the steps of requesting an available service and being 
directed to a server based upon the load levels as determined by a network information server 
node. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

This invention is pointed out with particularity in the appended claims. The above and 
further advantages of this invention may be better understood by referring to the following 
description taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a diagram of an embodiment of a local network on which the invention is 
practiced; 

Fig. 2 is a diagram of an embodiment of a local network on which the invention is 
practiced, with the application execution servers grouped into clusters; 

Fig. 3 is a diagram of an embodiment of a wide area network on which the invention is 
practiced; 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart representation of an embodiment of a process for electing a master 
network information server node; 
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Fig. 5 is a flowchart representation of an embodiment of a process by which servers 
update the master network information server node; and 

Fig. 6 is a flowchart representation of a request by a client to an embodiment for making 
master network information server node and a server node. 



WO 97/29424 PCIYUS97/01474 

-5- 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

In brief overview, and referring to Fig. 1, a typical network 10 includes a client node 18, 
two server nodes 26, 26', and a master network information server node 34 connected together 
by a communications link 42. The embodiment shown in Fig. 1 depicts the communications link 

5 42 as a local area network or LAN, but any communication topology may be used. For the 
purpose of simplification, the two server nodes 26, 26' are both capable of servicing a request 
from the client node 1 8. Also for the purpose of simplification the master network information 
server node 34 is assumed to be a distinct server node, but in actuality the master network 
information server node 34 may be an application execution server node 26, 26' . On a given 

10 LAN several nodes may be capable of acting as a network information server node, but only one 
of such nodes is designated the master network information server node and it is to this node that 
client requests for server information are directed. 

The master network information server node 34 maintains a table of addresses for the 
application execution server nodes 26, 26*. In addition, the master network information server 

15 node 34,receives messages from the application execution server nodes 26, 26' indicating their 
level of activity. The level of activity of the application execution server nodes 26, 26* is 
maintained in a table along with the address of each of the application execution server nodes 
26,26\ 

When a client 18 wishes to have an application executed on an application execution 
20 server node 26, 26', the client node 18 sends a request to the master network information server 
node 34. The master network information server node 34 accesses the table of server addresses 
and returns a message containing the address of the application execution server 26, 26' with the 
least load. The client node 1 8 then requests service from this least loaded application execution 
server node 26, 26'. 
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Referring to Fig. 2, the application execution servers 26, 26\ 26" and the master network 
information servers 34, 34* may be grouped into clusters 50, 50\ A cluster 50, 50' is defined as a 
group of application execution servers 26, 26V 26' ' with similar capabilities. For example, each 
application execution server 26, 26', 26" in a cluster 50, 50' is capable of executing a given 
application. The cluster 50, 50' is named and is accessed by a client 18, by using the cluster 
name. The cluster name can be the name of an application common to all members of the cluster 
50, 50'. A given application execution server 26, 26\ 26" can belong to more than one cluster 
50, 50*. Thus, if application execution server 26 is capable of executing applications A and B, 
server 26' is capable of executing applications B and C and server 26" is capable of executing 
applications A and C, then cluster A would include servers 26 and 26", cluster B would include 
servers 26 and 26* and cluster C would include servers 26' and 26". All client nodes 18, 
application execution server nodes 26, 26', 26" and master network information nodes 34, 34' 
which communicate do so using the same network transport layer communication protocol. 

Therefore, if the client node 18, the application server nodes 26, 26' and master network 
information server node 34 communicate among themselves, the client 18, the servers 26, 26* of 
the cluster 50 and the master network information server 34 would communicate using the same 
protocol, for example TCP-BP. Similarly if client 18*, the server node 26" and the master network 
information server node 34' of cluster 50* communicate using a different protocol, for example 
IPX, then only client nodes using IPX can communicate with the server 26" and the master 
network information server node 34'. Thus there must be a master network information server 
node 34 for every network protocol used. 

Referring to Fig. 3, the system of the invention can also be used in the context of a Wide 
Area Network (WAN). In the embodiment of the WAN shown in Fig. 3, two local area networks 
10', 10" are connected by a WAN communication link 5 8. Each LAN 10', 10" may include a 
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client node 18, 18'" and/or one or more application execution server nodes 26, 26', 26", 26"'. 
In addition each LAN may include one or more gateway nodes 64, 64'. A gateway node is a 
node on one LAN which maintains the address of at least one node on a remote LAN. 

When there is a gateway node 64, 64' on the LAN 10, 10*, that gateway node 64, 64' is 
also the master network information server node 34 for the LAN 10", 10', respectively. The 
master network information server node 64 does not have any information about the application 
execution servers 26"* located on the remote network 10*. All the master network information 
server node 64 has information about is the corresponding master network information server 
node 64' on the remote network 10', and the master network information server node 64 
communicates with its counterpart 64' on the remote network 10' to obtain information about the 
application execution servers 26"' located on the remote network 10\ Thus, a master network 
information server node 64 configured as a gateway node maintains the address of the 
corresponding remote master network information server node 64*. As such, the master network 
information node 64 configured as a gateway node to remote network 10' maintains the addresses 
of the remote master network information server nodes 64' . 

Referring again to Fig. 1, It is desirable to dynamically select a master network 
information server node 34 from the available nodes on the network. In this way, if the master 
network information server node 34 fails, a new master network information server node 34 may 
be selected as soon as the failure of the previous master network information server node 34 is 
detected. In one embodiment a master network information server node 34 is selected by an 
election process among the servers 26. Note that if the master network information server node 
34 changes because of an election, the gateway node will change to the new master network • 
information server 34. 
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In one embodiment, any node (client 18, server 26, or network information server 24) ma 
force an election at any time by broadcasting a request election datagram on the LAN 10. The 
election results are determined by a comparison of the set of election criteria which is transmitted 
within the request election datagram transmitted by the requesting node with the set of election 
criteria maintained on each receiving node. That is, the first election criterion from the datagram 
of the requesting node is compared by the receiving node to the first criterion of the receiving 
node. The highest ranking of the two criteria being compared wins the comparison and the node 
with that criterion wins the election. If the two criteria tie, then the next criteria are sequentially 
compared until the tie is broken. If server node 26 receiving the request election datagram has a 
higher election criteria than that received in the request election datagram, the node receiving the 
request election datagram issues its own request election datagram. If the receiving node has a 
lower election criteria than the criteria received in the request election datagram, the receiving 
node determines it is not the master network information server node and attempts to determine 
which node on the network is the master network information server node. 

In one embodiment the criteria which determine the outcome of the election include: 
whether or not the node is statically configured as a master network information server node; 
whether the node has the higher master network information server software version number; 
whether the node is an NT domain controller (The domain controller is a server which maintains 
the master user database for the network. Because this controller has high availability it is a good 
selection for the network information server.); whether the node is the longest running node; and 
whether the node has a lexically lower network name. In one embodiment, the datagram 
structure for the election request includes an unsigned shortword for the server version number, 
an unsigned shortword in which the bits are flags which designate whether the node is statically 
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configured as a master network information server node, or is executing on a NT domain 
controller and an unsigned longword containing the amount of time the server has been running. 

Periodically, the master network information server node 34 transmits a declare message 
to the other nodes on the LAN declaring itself to be the master network information server node 
34. If another node believes itself to be a master network information server node 34 for the 
cluster 50, the other node will request an election. In this way erroneous master network 
information server nodes 34 of the same protocol are detected and removed. In addition an 
election will also be requested: by any node when that node reboots; by any server node to whom 
the master network information server node has failed to acknowledge an update message; or any 
client node to whom the master network information server node has failed to respond to a 
request for information. 

In more detail and referring to Fig. 4, once any node broadcasts a request election 
datagram requesting an election (Step 20), the node receiving the request election datagram (Step 
24) first compares its election criteria to the criteria in the request election datagram (Step 30) to 
determine if the receiving node has higher criteria (Step 34). If the node receiving the datagram 
has lower election criteria (Step 38) than the criteria contained in the request election datagram, 
the node receiving the request election datagram drops out of the election process and awaits the 
results of the election (Step 38). 

If the node receiving the request election datagram has higher election criteria than that 
contained in the request election datagram, then the node receiving the request election datagram 
broadcasts its own request election datagram containing the nodes own election criteria (Step 40). 
If in response to the transmission of the request election datagram by the second node, another 
node responds with a request election datagram with even higher election criteria, then the second 
node drops out of the election and the node with higher criteria broadcasts it's own request 
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election datagram. If no other node responds with higher election criteria, the node which has 
apparently won the election for master network information server node sends n more election 
requests, (in one embodiment three requests) (Step 56) and then if still no other node responds 
with higher election criteria, the node which has sent the n election requests is the new master 
network information server node. 

After the election has occurred and the new network information server 34 has been 
determined, all the server nodes 26, 26', 26" send all of their configured gateway addresses to the 
new network information server node 34. In this way the new network information server node 
34 becomes a gateway node. 

Referring again to Fig. 1, once the master network information server node 34 is elected, 
the application execution server nodes 26, 26', 26" send update datagrams to the master network 
information server node 34 providing information about each server node 26, 26', 26" 
transmitting the update datagram. In one embodiment, the update datagram sent to the master 
network information server node 34 from a server node 26, 26', 26" includes: the server name; 
the network address; the cluster name; the network transport protocol; the total number of nodes 
configured with this transport; the number of ports available for connection with a client using this 
transport protocol; the total number of users permitted to be active at one time; number of 
available user slots; and server load level. Upon receipt of the update datagram, the master 
network information server node 34 returns an acknowledgment to the server node 26, 26', 26" 
which transmitted the update datagram indicating that the update datagram was received. If the 
server node 26, 26', 26" transmitting the update datagram does not receive an acknowledgment 
from the master network information server node 34, the transmitting server node 26, 26', 26" 
assumes that the master network information server node 34 has failed and transmits an election 
request. 
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In more detail and referring to Fig. 5, a server node 26, 26*, 26", after the election of a 
master network information server node 34, waits a random period of time and then sends a 
datagram to the master network information server node 34 with its latest load information (Step 
1 00). In one embodiment the delay is between four and six seconds. If the master network 

5 information server node 34 receives (Step 108) an update datagram from a server node 26, 26' , 
26", then the master network information server node 34 replies to the transmitting node with an 
acknowledgment (Step 110) and forwards the data to any node configured as a gateway node. If 
the master network information server 34 fails to receive data from a server 26, 26*, 26" (Step 
108), then the master network information server 34 discards the old data from the server node 

10 26, 26', 26" after a predetermined amount of time (Step 120). 

If the server 26, 26*, 26" node does not receive an acknowledgment from the master 
network information server node 34 after the server 26, 26', 26" has sent an update datagram 
(Step 128), the server 26, 26\ 26" retransmits the update datagram. The server 26, 26*, 26" will 
attempt n retransmits (in one embodiment three) before it assumes that the master network 

15 information server 34 has failed and then transmits an election request (Step 130). If the server 
node receives an acknowledgment, then it periodically updates the master network information 
server node, in one embodiment every 5 to 60 minutes (Step 140). 

Once the master network information server node 34 has established a database of 
information relating to the server nodes 26, 26' , a client 18 may request information about the 

20 servers 26, 26*. Referring to Fig. 6, the client node 18 first determines which node is the master 
network information server node 34. To do so, the client node 18 broadcasts a datagram to all 
server nodes asking which node is the master network information server node 34 for the 
transport protocol used by the client 18 (Step 300). Upon receipt by a network information 
server node 34 (Step 306), the network information server node 34 transmits the identity of the 
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master network infonnation server node to the client node 18 by datagram (Step 310). The client 
node 1 8 then receives the identity datagram from the network information server nodes 34 (Step 
3 16) and using the address provided requests information regarding the servers on the network 
regarding the application desired by the client 34(Step 320). The master network information 
server node 34 receives the request (Step 326) and transmits the address of the least loaded server 
node 26, 26' to the requesting client 18 (Step 330). The client 1 8 receiving the address of the 
least loaded server node 26, 26* (Step 336), transmits a request to the server node 26, 26' (Step 
338), which starts the application (Step 340) and establishes a connection with the client 1 8 (Step 
350). 

Having described preferred embodiments of the invention, it will now become apparent to 
one of skill in the art that other embodiments incorporating the concepts may be used. It is felt, 
therefore, that these embodiments should not be limited to disclosed embodiments but rather 
should be limited only the spirit and scope of the following claims. 
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CLAIMS 

What is claimed is: 

1 1 . A network information server node comprising; 

2 a memory comprising: 

3 a plurality of network addresses and 

4 a plurality of load information, each of said plurality of load information 

5 corresponding to a respective one of said plurality of network 

6 addresses; and 

7 a process receiving client requests and responding to said client requests with 

8 network addresses and corresponding load information. 

1 2. A network information server node comprising: 

2 a memory comprising a data table, said data table storing: 

3 a plurality of network addresses and load information associated with each of 

4 said plurality of network addresses; and 

5 a process receiving client requests and responding to said client requests with 

6 network addresses and associated load information. 

1 3, A network information server node comprising: 

2 a memory comprising a data table, said data table having a plurality of entries, each 

3 said entry corresponding to a respective network node of a plurality of 

4 network nodes, each of said entries including: 

5 a network address of a respective one of said plurality of network nodes 

6 and 



WO 97/29424 PCT/US97/01474 



-14- 

7 load information associated with said respective one of said plurality of 

8 network nodes; and 

9 a process receiving client requests and responding to each of said client requests 

1 0 with entries of said data table corresponding to network nodes which 

1 1 satisfy said each of said client requests. 

1 4. A network comprising: 

2 at least two server nodes; 

3 a first information server node in communication with said at least two server nodes, said 

4 first information server node comprising a memory comprising a data table, said 

5 data table having an entry for each of said at least two server nodes, each of said 

6 entries including: 

7 an address corresponding to a respective one of said at least two server nodes; and 

8 load information corresponding to said respective one of said at least two server 

9 nodes; and 

10 a client node in communication with said first information server node and said at least 

1 1 two server nodes, said client node executing an application on one of said at least 

12 two server nodes in response to said load information obtained from said first 

13 information server node. 

1 5. The network of claim 4 further comprising a plurality of client nodes in communication 

2 with said first information server node. 

1 6. The network of claim 4 further comprising at least two information server nodes wherein 

2 one of said at least two information server nodes is a master network information server node. 



The network of claim 4 wherein said at least two server nodes are grouped into clusters. 
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8. The network of claim 6 wherein one of said at least two information server nodes is a 
gateway node. 

9. The network of claim 8 wherein said gateway node is a master network information server 
node. 

10. The network of claim 6 wherein the master network information server node is elected by 
an election process comprising the steps of: 

broadcasting an election datagram to said at least two information server nodes, said 
election datagram comprising election criteria; and 

electing a master network information server node in response to said election criteria. 

1 1 . The network of claim 6 wherein said master network information server node broadcasts a 
declare datagram to detect multiple master network information server nodes using the same 
transport protocol. 

12. The network of claim 4 comprising a second information server node having a different 
network transport protocol from said first information server node, wherein each of said 
information server nodes is a master network information server node. 

13. The election process of claim 10 wherein said election process occurs after an event 
selected from the group of events consisting of a system reboot, a master network information 
server node failing to respond with an acknowledge after being sent a server update datagram, a 
master network information server node failing to respond to a client request, at least two master 
network information server nodes configured with the same transport being detected, and a new 
server node appearing on said network. 
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14. A method of connecting a client process to a server process on one of at least two 
available servers, said method comprising the steps of: 

requesting an available server from a network information server node; and 

connecting to said server process on one of said at least two available servers in response 
to said load levels as stored on said network information server node. 
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BROADCAST ELECTION DATAGRAM (STEP 20)1 



DATAGRAM RECEIVED BY NODE (STEP 24) | 



N 



RECEIVING NODE COMPARES ELECTION C RITERIA (STEP 30)] 

I 



DOES RECEIVING NODE HAVE A HIGHER CRITERIA ? (STEP 34) | 



RECEIVING NODE DROPS OUT 
OF ELECTION PROCESS 
AND AWAITS ELECTION RESULTS 
(STEP 38) 



RECEIVING NODE BROADCASTS OWN ELECTION DATAGRAM (STEP 40)| 



IF NO OTHER NODE HAS HIGHER CRITERIA 
BROADCAST DATAGRAM n MORE TIMES 
(STEP 56) 



FIG. 4 
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AFTER RANDOM DELAY EACH SERVER SENDS AN UPDATE DATAGRAM 
TO THE MASTER NETWORK INFORMATION SERVER NODE. (STEP 100) 



N 



DID 

MASTER NETWORK 
INFORMATION SERVER RECEIVE 
UPDATE DATAGRAM FROM 
A SERVER 
(STEP 108) 



THE MASTER NETWORK INFORMATION 
SERVER NODE DISCARDS THE DATA 
STORED FOR THAT SERVER. (STEP 120) 



THE MASTER NETWORK INFORMATION SERVER NODE 
REPLIES WITH AN ACKNOWLEDGEMENT TO THE SENDING 
SERVER AND FORWARDS ALL UPDATE DATA TO SERVERS 
CONFIGURED AS GATEWAYS. (STEP 110) 



HAS 

SENDING SERVER RECEIVED 
AN ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
(STEP 128) 



N 



AFTER n TRIES, SENDING SERVER FORCES A 
MASTER NETWORK INFORMATION SERVER 
NODE ELECTION. (STEP 130) 



UPDATE THE MASTER 
NETWORK INFORMATION 
SERVER NODE ON A 
CONFIGURABLE INTERVAL 
(STEP 140) 



FIG. 5 
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CLIENT REQUESTS 



MASTER INFORMATION 
NODE OR SERVER NODE 



CLIENT 



INFORMATION NODE 
RECEIVES BROADCAST 
DATAGRAM (STEP 306). 



INFORMATION NODE 
TRANSMITS THE MASTER 
INFORMATION NODE 
IDENTITY DATAGRAM 
(STEP 310). 



MASTER INFORMATION 
NODE RECEIVES REQUEST 
(STEP 326). 



TO LOCATE A MASTER 
INFORMATION NODE, A 
CLIENT TRANSMITS THE 
BROADCAST DATAGRAM 
REQUESTING THE 
INFORMATION NODE FOR 
A SPECIFIC TRANSPORT 
PROTOCOL (STEP 300). 



CLIENT RECEIVES INFORMATION 
NODE IDENTITY DATAGRAM WITH 
THE ADDRESS OF THE MASTER 
INFORMATION NODE 
(STEP 316). 



CLIENT TRANSMITS REQUEST 
DATAGRAM FOR APPLICATION 
(STEP 320). 



MASTER INFORMATION NODE 
TRANSMITS ADDRESS OF LEAST 
LOADED SERVER WITH 
APPLICATION FOR SPECIFIC 
PROTOCOL (STEP 330). 



SERVER NODE STARTS 
APPLICATION FOR CLIENT 
(STEP 340); 



CONNECTION ESTABLISHED 
BETWEEN CLIENT AND SERVER 
NODE (STEP 350). 



CLIENT RECEIVES ADDRESS OF 
SERVER NODE (STEP 336). 



CLIENT TRANSMITS REQUEST FOR 
APPLICATION (STEP 338). 
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